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Woolf's Political Aesthetic in "To Spain", Three Guineas, and Between the Acts 1 Michael Payne [ The writer] sits upon a tower raised above the rest of us. [ . . . ] It is a tower of the utmost importance; it decides his angle of vision; it affects his power of communication. All through the nineteenth century, down to August 1914, that tower was a steady tower. The writer was scarcely conscious either of his high station or of his limited vision. Many of them had sympathy, great sympathy, with other classes; they wished to help the working class to enjoy the advantages of the tower class; but they did not wish to destroy the tower, or to descend from it -rather to make it accessible to all. Nor had the model, human life, changed essentially since Trollope looked at it, since Hardy looked at it: and Henry James, in 1914, was still looking at it. [ . . . ] When Virginia Woolf read these words from her essay "The Leaning Tower" to the Worker's Educational Association in Brighton in May 1940, she was not only marking a change that had taken place in modern writing and in how it depicted its subject -'human life' -she was also identifying herself with a certain kind of political aesthetic.
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Although she warns against writing in an aesthetic tower that leans to the left or to the right, which would have the effect of distorting the artist's angle of vision, she nevertheless declares in her essay "The Artist and Politics" (posthumously published along with "The Leaning Tower" in The Moment) that the artist is by no means independent of society; indeed, she writes, 'intellectually [ . . . ] he depends upon society' (TM, p. 227).
In this paper I hope to do three things: first, I would like to look back to Woolf's 1923 text "To Spain" in order to recover from it a sense (in her view) of the importance, for one's humanity, of reaching beyond one's own cultural and national identity, which is made possible there by a simple and quite ordinary act of the empathic (or fictional) imagination; second, I would like to add to that Susan Sontag's observation, in her recent book Regarding the Pain of Others, that Woolf in Three Guineas had an incisive understanding of how photographs of the Spanish Civil War made it possible to move beyond that earlier general empathy for humanity so as to regard the particular reality of someone else's pain; and finally, I would like to suggest that out of her progression from a generalised sense of empathy to that more particular identification, Woolf invented a performative language -a language that was intended to make things happen -before that performative possibility of language was formally described, ten years after her death, by the English philosopher J. L. Austin. Her brilliantly experimental last novel, Between the Acts, creates a powerful synthesis of her politics between the wars, her evolving aesthetics, and her determination to make her art politically performative. Along the way I will be departing only slightly from Sontag's reading in order to claim that at least as early as Mrs. Dalloway, which was published just two years after "To Spain" and thirteen years before Three Guineas, Woolf was already employing the political power of the empathic imagination in anticipation of the question that prompted her to write Three Guineas: 'How in your opinion are we to prevent war?' (TG, p. 7).
"To Spain"
Although it was written in 1923, and is something between an essay and a small piece of fiction, "To Spain" is remarkably prophetic of how Virginia Woolf was later, during the Spanish Civil War, to wrestle with the political currents of her time in the face of the twin threats of fascism and Nazism. In that text the implied reader is addressed as though she is a half-conscious traveller crossing the Channel and then a passenger in a train crossing France to Spain. As she watches the
